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      Only another two point one miles. Only another two miles. I say the decreasing miles mantra to myself as I question my sanity for even being up here right now.

      I told my baby sister not to come up here. But she’s not known for listening to me…or anyone.

      “Noooooo.” I do a little neck dance with the word, emphasizing it only to me and the rain that doesn’t seem to care. Just like Nelly. “Nelly does what she wants.”

      I take that back. Nelly cares, but she’s known for being a rule breaker and spontaneous. Two things I’m not. And that’s exactly why she called me, because I’m known for being dependable and the one who’s always there to rescue her when her impetuousness gets the best of her.

      I round a curve of Diamond Ridge Mountains to the east of Helena, Montana, and I’m blinded by red and blue lights as they dance off the wet pavement. The day is a dreary gray, and everything in the landscape seems muted by a halo of fog and low clouds. It’s still raining, but currently less than the predicted downpour. Thankfully.

      The truck is parked across the road. I drive up close and watch as the driver’s side window lowers, and a large hand twirls a finger, indicating that the sheriff has alternate plans for my journey. I put my car in park and wait for the truck to move so I can turn around.

      It pulls up alongside of mine.

      The dark window lowers so I can only see his eyes. The bottom darkness blocks his nose down and the hood from his raincoat shields from his eyelashes up.

      “Hello, Officer!” I yell out my window.

      “Miss, I’ve closed this road up a little further. We’re expecting flooding from the thaw and coming rainfall. Best if you turn around now and head back into town.”

      “But my sister and her girlfriend are camping up there and then need a ride back into Helena.”

      “With the forecast we’ve had? I’m hoping you’re the smart one in the family.”

      “Maybe.” I roll my eyes. “Anyway, she’s waiting for me. Is there any way I can get through, drive the”—I glance at my phone’s GPS—“one point eight miles, grab them and then get out of here. I promise, I just need to get in and out.”

      I swear a smirk lifts his cheek, but his evergreen eyes, with just a hint of copper soften. It’s almost like I’m looking into the forest when the leaves start to turn in the fall. One of my favorite times to come up here.

      “If there was a way, I’d tell you. I’ll call to Ranger Cormack and let him know to go get them. You know what campsite?”

      “One-sixty-six.” I wipe the rain off of my face. My bangs plaster to my forehead in flat twists.

      He lifts his phone. I can’t see much of his face, but with penetrating eyes like that he can’t be bad looking.

      “No cell signal. Tower’s out. It’ll take a day or so to get it back up and going after it stops raining.”

      I look at my phone and he’s right. Thankfully I don’t need my GPS anymore, because I know these mountains and we always get one of two campsites. One-one-six or two-ten. The first Nelly’s birthday, January sixth, and the second mine, February tenth, just a month ago. No big fuss. I didn’t need it. But now I just need to get to my sister.

      “I’ll use the radio system and see if I can get ahold of him, but he’s probably already cleared all the major campsites and they’re in a lodge or a ranger cabin hunkered down with other campers. I wouldn’t worry, if it were—” A big burst of wind and sheering rain wipe his words away. “Gotta go finish blocking a couple other side roads. Follow me out.”

      “But…”

      “Miss, there is no ‘but’. Follow me, now.” His my-way-or-the-highway edict reminds me of my mother, but I push the feeling away. He rolls up his window.

      It doesn’t look bad. At all.

      Nelly’s only nineteen. I’m all she has left from our family. Everyone else abandoned her when she came out as gay. Our mother said she was a “devil child” and our father didn’t say much to keep his peace with our mother. Our family has always been about as dysfunctional as it gets, but that is the way it is, and it does no good to try to change their minds. I’ve tried, believe me.

      The police truck drives away at a good clip and soon it’s around the corner. I turn on my signal to turn around. I take my foot off the brake and start creeping forward.

      If I abandon her, I’ll be doing exactly what I said I’d never do.

      My heart pounds. I’m the person who follows the law because the fear of ramifications is so deep that I shiver just thinking about it. I hate being admonished and feeling like I’ve done something wrong. Strong-handed parenting at its best as my therapist indicated.

      When I took Nelly’s side it was clear I was disowning my parents. My father’s pained face will forever live in my memory. Probably be the last time I ever see him, but that’s also his choice, too. My mother pretended she was fine with my decision and the last words I’ll remember from her was “You’ve always been ungrateful for what I sacrificed for you.”

      She was wrong. I was grateful that she’d given up a lot to take care of the seven of us kids, but just because she let go of her dreams of being a ballerina to care for the family, didn’t mean that Nelly had to please her. My sister owed her nothing, and especially not to ignore who she was. My sister looked up to me. I knew the right thing to do for me.

      I’m all she has.

      I slink forward, driving on the shoulder closest to the mountain side, my driver’s side tires slipping on the loose gravel. My passenger mirror clips the edge of the barrier and it crashes to the ground. I stop the car on the other side and get out to lift it back up. I look back from where I came. Remembering his words.

      Miss, there is no ‘but.’

      But he doesn’t know me or my sister.

      There is a but, Sheriff.

      Except for the rain, the road is clear. I round the bend and the road dips down into a lower area. I see a bridge that looks fine. The blacktop is glossy, but that’s to be expected.

      The river water is rising, but it still has quite a ways to go to be near the bridge. I can’t swim, but if I can just get across the twenty feet, the other side is clear…hopefully all the way to the campsite.

      Only one point five miles.

      I creep a little further. Fear falls over me like a heavy blanket. Fear for my safety. But the distress that Nelly will think I abandoned her sits higher on the fear pyramid.

      The car’s tires meet the bridge edge and I slam on the brakes. The rain is now pounding the windshield. There’s about a second’s worth of time where I can see before it’s just a blurry picture again.

      My stomach crawls into my chest, pressure, burning. I purse my lips as my eyes water. I swallow, pushing the pain and fright down with the movement.

      My tires roll onto the bridge and it’s fine.

      It’s fine.

      One point four miles.

      It’s all fine.

      Until…it’s not.
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      Damn she was cute. A sexy woodland fairy, with those huge blue eyes and curly blonde hair. A little kinky and wet from the rain, but even sexier in my mind. I could imagine she wasn’t more than five-foot at the most. And by the soft round face and button-nose, I could tell the woman had shape, something to hold onto, more to worship in my mind.

      I pull out my handheld radio and turn it to the right station. “Ranger Cormack. Mack?” I wait. “Mack, do you copy?” There’s some crackling, but nothing else. This storm is slated to be a strong one, but my hackles go up, two years of being on this mountain and gut-instinct says it’s going to be bad-bad.

      I worry about my brother about four miles back the way I came, and I change the channel. “Wyatt? Can you hear me?”

      There’s silence, but I wait.

      “Zeb? Barely. It’s a mess out there.”

      “You and Raine okay?”

      “Yeah, she worked from home today, so we’re hunkered down. All good. Are you gonna make it to your place?”

      “The road’s still open, for now. Otherwise, I’ll have to go to the Robinson’s cabin off of mile marker twenty-two.” I look in the rearview mirror. “Fuck!”

      I whip the truck around, the back end slipping as I do a quick turn.

      “What’s going on? Are you okay?” my brother’s tight voice calls out. “Zeb? Are you still there?”

      “Yeah. I told this woman not to continue up the mountain, but she’s not following me.” I get back to the barricades. “Well, looks like I’ll have a lawbreaker in my possession for the night at my cabin.”

      “Shit. I bet Mack could—”

      “Can’t get ahold of him.” I keep driving and pop over the small hill and around the bend and there she is, in the middle of the bridge. “Fuck! She’s stuck on the South Gem River bridge. Water up to mid-tire.” I throw the walkie to the passenger seat.

      “Zeb, don’t go in that water! Zeb!” My brother’s voice pleads.

      I jump out of my truck as a surge of water washes over the edge of the bridge and the rear end of her car slides to toward the guardrail, only inches away from hitting the metal and seconds from being in the river and floating away.

      My heart pounds, the vision forcing air deep into my lungs. My training taking over to stay both heightened and composed. Most people know this as fight-or-flight, but I know it as my life.

      I grab the winch hook off the front bumper of my truck and wrapped it around my waist twice and tie it off before clipping the water-proof remote to the heavy-duty carabiner on my coat collar.

      I start off, my boots squish on the water-covered road and the rain blasts my face. I pause at the edge of the bridge and I hear Wyatt’s voice calling to me in my mind.

      My baby brother is the reason I’m on this mountain in the first place. After losing the woman he thought was his true love, he lost his will to live and moved here to be away from civilization. After putting my twenty years into the military and then retiring, I followed him here. Thankfully, Wyatt found love at Christmas and it was one of the best stories I’d ever tell my niece or nephew when they had one. His young wife is ready for kids, I have no doubt about that. I’m past ever thinking that will happen for me. Both love and children.

      The memory of the fear in Wyatt’s voice makes me shiver as the cold rain splatters against my yellow safety raincoat in hard sheets, seeping into the neckline. If the rainwater is this cold, that river water will be freezing with the spring thaw up in the mountains.

      And then I see her. Her gaze holds to mine in the rearview mirror. As mad as I want to be at her for putting both of us in danger, it’s all wiped away by the terror in her big blue eyes. Her horror of being lost to the raging waters is like a shot of adrenaline to my body. My feet move faster and the blood pumps riotously through my veins to get more oxygen from my heart.

      The water rises and the back end of her car slams into the barrier. A long whine of twisting metal screeches through the air.

      “Open your door!” I call out still a good ten feet away.

      See she’s trying, but the water’s too high. The pressure too great. She pounds on the window. The water is now up over my knees and I’m five feet away. I’m trying to stay upright, but the water moves fast, swiping at my boots.

      I’m only three feet away when I can see through the back driver’s side window. She’s on her side across the console, the water rising in the car.

      What is she doing?

      The glass driver’s side window shatters into tiny hexagons as a foot with a four-inch stiletto heel crashes through it and floats away on the water.

      She scrambles in the seat as I grab the door handle. I yank, but the door will only open a few inches.

      “You’re going to have to climb out the window!” I motion to her toward me, trying to keep my voice calm.

      Her eyes widen and she shakes her head.

      “You can do it,” I add.

      “No, I can’t. I won’t fit!” It is a compact car and I know I wouldn’t fit.

      I grab the edge of the door. The car slides as the metal railing collapses more. It’s not like I can hold it, but I’m going to try. I give the door a heave again, but it’s no use.

      I look inside at her. She’s curvy. That’s not up for debate. And if it wasn’t as dire a situation as it is, I would definitely be taking a little time to admire her form. The window opening is small, but she will fit. I know it.

      “You’ll fit.”

      She shakes her head. “Not a chance.”

      I brush away shards of glass quickly with my glove covered hand. “Hey!” I get her attention as the water pours into the interior of the car and it’s up to my waist now. “What’s your name?”

      “Harley…” she whimpers the word. “I…I can’t swim.”

      “I’m Zeb Tucker. You don’t have to swim sweetheart. I’ve got a winch. If you’re in my arms, you’re safe. I promise.”

      Her chest heaves quickly with panic. Her eyes wide and her body shaking in the freezing water.

      I reach out for her. “Please Harley. Just try for me.”

      There’s something in her eyes that I’ve seen before. Both in the mirror and in my fellow soldiers’ faces. The acknowledgment that shit has gone sideways, and the chances are slim, but I try to give hope a chance.

      “I believe in you.” I know the words crack from my mouth, but I have about a minute, if that, to get her out before that damn metal bends and the car floats away. Floats away with the two sky colored eyes that dig into my heart so deep that I think she’s planted herself like a flower in my chest. “I’ve got you. Please.”

      Harley moves onto her knees in the small space, reaching an arm through the window toward me. I grab her arm as she darts her head out.

      She cries out as her chest and back scrape across the broken glass that I couldn’t quickly remove. My gut churns. If I could’ve opened that door, I would have. The past has taught me that all the brawn in the world doesn’t make me infallible.

      But I will not fail her.

      I wrap my arm around her upper body and I pull.

      “Shit!”

      Her hips are generous, and her jeans are catching on the window.

      If she just…

      “Slip off your jeans!” I motion my head.

      “What?!” Her eyes widen.

      “Take off your jeans.”

      “No!” She shakes her head. “I can’t.”

      “Take them off!” It’s no time to argue. “Harley, now!”

      She slides back into the car and in seconds I see why she second guessed me. Commando. Her upper body comes back through the window. I wrap an arm around her, pressing our chests together and I yank, keeping one hand on the rope that’s around my waist. The car starts to slide.

      “Oh, my God!” Her cries echo through my body.

      I’m not letting this woman go alone. I will go with her if she goes.

      I release my grip on the heavy-duty rope line, allowing it to cinch on my waist painfully. I wrap both arms around her as the car starts to slide. With everything in me, I give one last heave.

      The car slides away as her body slams to mine. I fall backward and both of us are now under the raging water. She thrashes distressed. I fight to keep her with me. I have to get the winch to pull us back, so I start to move one arm off of her and she panics even more.

      I’m not letting you go, Harley. I tighten my arm.

      The water’s plowing into us now and I know there will be rocks and other debris in the flood. I slip my hand up her body, flipping her over to do a swimmer’s grasp on her as I simultaneously reach up and push the single button that will pull us to the vehicle. I wrap both arms back around her.

      I use the dragging movement and to buoy both of us above the waterline. I calm my breathing. I whisper in her ear, “It’s okay. Hold on. I’ve got you, Harley.”

      She coughs and sputters. “Zeb, don’t leave me.” Clenching my arms so tight, she’s cutting off the circulation, but the way my name floats from her calms me even more. I close my eyes for just a second feeling her against me. Her back is against my front. If I wasn’t freezing, I’d think it was the sexiest thing in the world. I can imagine doing the same with her in bed, spooning the morning away while reading to each other. Classics are my preferred genre, but don’t tell my brother that. He already gives me enough shit for my passion when it comes to food.

      The cinching of the rope around my waist is beyond painful, my back spasming. An injury from my time as a ranger haunting me once more. Plus, she kneed me in my gems when she panicked. I’m still trying to talk them out of my body. I ignore the pain and slow the winch as we near the truck and the water is just a couple inches deep, my slick raincoat sliding to a stop on the blacktop.

      I take a deep breath and both of us just lay there. A low screech of metal cracks the air and the metal railing snaps, her car floating off down toward Helena.

      Her body rocks in my arms. Wails of anguish shock the air.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay. You’re safe.”

      “But my car.”

      “Cars can be replaced. People can’t.” I spread my legs and she slips in between them. I slacken the rope, the blood rushing to my lower half. I stand behind her as she sobs into her hands. Lifting her from behind, I turn her in my arms and pull her to me. “We need to get you into the cab and warm. I’ve got some blankets.” I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Come on, Harley.”

      Her legs shake.

      I tug her closer. “Let’s get out of the rain, sweetheart.”

      She looks up. “You don’t hate me?”

      “I don’t hate anyone.” That was the truth.

      However, Harley, you and I will have a conversation about you putting your life and my life in danger.

      And maybe about me changing your life.

      Or maybe you’ll change mine.
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      He grabs a blanket from the back of his truck and wraps it around my lower half and another one around my shoulders. The rain continues, but I know he is trying to be a gentleman and hiding the fact that I’m half-naked. If he hadn’t demanded that I take off my jeans I would be floating down the river too.

      Now that I can see him, I probably should be a little freaked out, but after what we’ve been through, wonder coats any fears. Zeb towers over me. He’s at least six-three, if not taller. I’m only five-one, but feel petite in his presence and I’m not small at all. His face is covered in a thick dark beard, almost like a black fog hovering over him. And his eyes. That green is mesmerizing, two emeralds. I pull myself out of my admiration.

      “Inside, Harley.” His hands grasp my waist and he lifts me into the front seat of the truck. I grab the oh-shit bar and heave myself up.

      “Keep meaning to get some running boards, but when it’s just me…” his voice softens. “Click in.”

      How he can still be so sweet to me after I almost got both of us killed is beyond me. I don’t even know where to start with an apology or if I should. He truly could arrest me. My pussy quivers thinking about him slapping the cuffs that hang from a clip on his coat on me, but not to arrest me… to own me. Living out a fantasy doesn’t sound all that bad.

      My sexual exploits tick down in my head. Little over the shirt action and a few make-out sessions.

      Yeah, that’s all.

      So going from zero to handcuffs is probably not going to happen. And that over-the-shirt thing. I think it was an accident. I shake my head remembering how he said “Sorry” after. My dating history is abysmal in a word. But Zeb. The way he held me. His chest heaving up and down. I tried to remain calm in the water, but I couldn’t. I’m actually concerned that I kneed him in the balls with all my thrashing like a rainbow trout in the spring spawn.

      I wrap the blanket around me tighter as he stops at the front and leans over. I reach over and turn my side’s heat up, doing the same for his. The massive truck still has that new car smell and I stare out the window as my car tips onto its side.

      My phone…

      My computer…

      Everything that has the ability to contact my sister and let her know I’m okay is in what is now a boat, not a compact car.

      Zeb finishes up. The rain torrents picking back up, making it hard to see what he is actually doing. His huge figure only able to be seen by his yellow slicker jacket. He steps to the door and seems to be taking a deep breath before opening the door.

      And when he does his eyes bore into me and his beard seems to be stiff. He’s changed.

      He straps in without a word.

      “Zeb, I—”

      He shakes his head. “I need a couple of minutes, please.”

      “But, I just—”

      “Harley, please.”

      I clasp my hands in my lap and stare out the passenger window. He is allowed to decompress and to hate me, even if he said he doesn’t.

      He puts the truck into gear and turns it around. He lifts the radio from the console.

      “Zeb to Wyatt.” The radio clicks and clatters with static, but no answer. “Wyatt? Can you hear me?” He waits for an answer as he slowly makes his way back down the mountain, around the bends and turns that seem to go on forever, but in the sunshine seem like a fun ride. It’s not fun anymore.

      He turns the channel. “Sheriff Tucker to Ranger Cormack. Come in Mack.” The radio crackles and it seems like a voice answers. “Mack, if you can hear me, I’m okay. I have Harley…” He looks to me. “Your last name?”

      “Maddox.”

      “I have Harley Maddox in my possession. Her car went over the bridge edge of the South Gem River, but she’s okay. Her sister and partner were at campsite one-one-six, please check it, if you can get out. If you see Wyatt, let him know I’m okay.”

      I wasn’t sure I was okay. Zeb’s jaw kept tightening as he talked.

      “Mack? Do you read?”

      “Got…good…hear…over,” is all that I can make out from the garbled mess.

      “Tucker out.” He shoves the radio into a holder on the dash. In another mile he pulls over and gets out, dragging more barricades from the back of the truck. I want to help him, but I’m practically naked.

      Fuck it.

      Not like I can get any more soaked and not like he hasn’t seen everything anyway. Hell, when I leaned back and dropped my jeans, he got a Brittney Spears moment of all the goods.

      I open the door and meet him at the tailgate. “How can I help?”

      His gaze meets mine. “By getting back in the truck.” His words coat me with ice.

      “But I want to help you…” I reach out. “Please, let me help.”

      “Harley, get back in the truck!”

      “No, I have to repay you for what you’ve done for me. You saved my life! I just want to help you!”

      In seconds, his chest presses to mine and one hand clasps behind my neck and the other on my waist. His face drops to mine, but he stops himself. We trade a few breaths. His breath coffee and mint. I can’t stop myself, I reach up and tow his head down, pressing his lips to mine. Connecting us in the drowning rain. His hand tips my head and his tongue asks for entry into my mouth. I open and we’re tangled in a battle. The tension of the past twenty minutes rolling through of us. I moan into his mouth as every twist of his tongue lights my body on fire. My nipples harden and create mountains through my bra and T-shirt. His body stiffens and in the next second he’s gone, and I’m left biting my lip that pulses with the memory of what just happened.
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      Zeb

      It takes every smidgeon of my willpower to separate from her. Kissing Harley is like breathing, natural and life-giving. But it’s also wrong. Hell, she should have handcuffs on. She disobeyed a direct order.

      Orders must be obeyed.

      I finish placing the wooden barriers to one of the roads that I know will flood and when I turn around she’s still standing in the same place she was.

      “Harley, get back in the truck.”

      “Why won’t you let me help you?”

      “Because…because…” I didn’t have any great reason and a whole bunch that only protected me. “Because you’re in custody and I need you to be safe until I can get you to the courthouse in Helena.”

      “What?”

      “You broke the law, Harley. You ignored what I told you to do and created a risk to both my life and yours.” I slam the tailgate shut. “It was reckless, thoughtless, and—”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry, Sheriff. So arrest me. Cuff me. Make me suffer. I deserve it. I deserve it all.” She holds out her hands, wrists together.

      Oh, jeez.

      I have to ignore the pulsing in my crotch, imagining her in cuffs, attached to my headboard and her ass pointed to me. My cock sliding in and out of her body, punishing her, but not for pain, for pleasure.

      But in reality, in the last two years, I’ve arrest exactly zero people. Zero. The closest I came was my brother’s fiancée—before she was his fiancée--when I thought she wasn’t going to leave his cabin. But turns out the cabin had previously been her family’s, and no one had told Raine they’d sold it. I felt sorry for her.

      The last time I had to pull my gun…never. Well, not never, I did have to scare away that bear after a family left their food out. Stupid glampiots. Yeah, that’s what we call the people who drive a rented RV into the mountains and know nothing about how to actual camp. They sit in the RV watching TV and playing on their phones. Not exploring. Not taking advantage of the fresh air. Not enjoying nature. Just basically doing what they always do at home. It’s not a vacation or a getaway; just people wasting an opportunity. So, I shot the trash can and the bear left in a hurry.

      Nothing ever happens on Diamond Mountain. Until today.

      “Plus, you don’t have any shoes. Just get back in the truck. We need to make it to my place as soon as possible.”

      Her face drops all emotion. “Why… why your place?”

      “Because by now the road is flooded onto I-15, so there’s no going back into Helena and I have to stay here for any calls. Everyone should be bunkered down for the rest of the storm, but I have a neighbor who is expecting twins any day and there are plenty of people who act stupid during storms.”

      “Are you calling me stupid?”

      “No. I’m saying people act stupid.”

      Her hands go to her waist and it pulls her just thigh cresting T-shirt up so that the plump, shaved lips of her pussy glare at me. I divert my gaze, but I saw it and it growls a hunger in my chest. The craving I’ve ignored while being up here in the mountains. I’ve been with a few women in my life, but none—not one—have ever affected me as much as this woman. As annoying and frustrating and obstinate as she is, I’m fighting a hard-on at every turn.

      “So I acted stupid?”

      “Yes. You did! I told you not to do something and you decided you knew better.” The wind whips my jacket hat off my head, but I ignore it. I take a couple steps toward her.

      “I knew that my sister would be scared! She’d believe that I abandoned her like every other member of our family. She’d think that I didn’t care!”

      I still. The story resonates in me. Wyatt fought my intervention to get him back to being himself. Not walking around all day in his underwear and drinking Fireball to coat the pain. He only did the latter for a few days because he realized that he couldn’t—one, drive drunk and two, I wasn’t going to get him any more alcohol. He was still smart under his pain.

      She closes her eyes and I miss that blue. Like Sapphire Lake on the other side of the bend, during summer, it’s glassy and you can take your picture in it like it’s a mirror. I can see myself in her eyes.

      The pain. The distress. The…courage.

      But I won’t tell her that.

      “Okay, if you want it, I’ll give it to you.”

      She gulps air and her eyes soften. “I want it, Sheriff Tucker.”

      I walk to her while quietly unclipping my cuffs from my utility belt. I grab her hand and she gives my hand a squeeze with hers. She moves closer and I lick my lips remembering that kiss. How her eyes flickered closed, long champagne lashes like butterfly wings resting against her cheeks. I click the cuffs onto her wrist and her eyes widen as she inhales.

      “Yes. Arrest me, officer.” Her other hand settles against my chest.

      I don’t think she’s scared. I slowly reach up and move her hand to her other one.

      Her chest heaves as I connect the other cuff on her right wrist.

      “Fuck, yes,” she moans and my heart beats solidly in my chest.

      I lean down toward her face. “You, Ms. Maddox, are under house arrest.” I spin her toward the front of the truck. “Now, get moving.” I give her ass a little slap and she whimpers.

      She stops at the door and I open it. As she climbs in, she gives me a shot of the sweet pinkness and tortured rumble rises from my chest.

      “You’re a very bad girl, Ms. Maddox.”

      And with that, I close the door.

      This woman is torturing me in all of the best ways. I crave to make the kinky, young nymph mine.

      And only mine.
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      I don’t know exactly what’s happening. Maybe it’s the adrenaline from the rescue. I know I’m feeling things I never have. But being scared of Zeb is the last thing on my mind.

      He turns off of the main paved road, throws the truck into four-wheel drive and I grab the door handle as the truck slides.

      Zeb’s eyes stay on the road. “Hold on.”

      The seatbelt squeezes against my chest, holding me firmly. I try not to make any noises, but a small mouse like squeak comes out.

      “I’ve got it.” He adjusts again. The truck tires throw mud into the air.

      I glance over at him. His pronounced brow furrows as he concentrates.

      We round a bend and a charming cedar lap board house with a grey metal roof comes into view. It’s not a log cabin like I imagined him living in, but it’s rustic all the same.

      He backs onto a large poured concrete pad next to the house. There’s a large garage in the back.

      “You don’t park in the garage?”

      “That’s for my vehicles. And this has to be ready to go whenever.” He lifts the walkie-talkie out of the dash holder.

      “You have more than one vehicle?” I ask.

      “A couple.”

      It’s a big garage back there for a couple, but my father loves his garage and so I could see how it could be his getaway from the world space, too.

      I present my hands to him. “I think I’ll need to have my hands—”

      “Oh, no princess. You asked for it, so you’re staying that way until I can get you to booking.”

      “What?” It was sexy before, but now I feel trapped. “Zeb…”

      He ignores my plea and opens his door, rounding the front of the truck. The truck door opens and he motions. “Come on. I need to eat something before I have to go back out.”

      “You’ll have to go back out?” I’ve seen what it’s like out there. A part of me is scared.

      “I’m technically off duty and today was my day off, but in the mountain if we’re available, we’re on call. So, I’ll wait for a call, but if there aren’t any phones working, I might need to do some patrol to check on things, too.”

      I slide out of truck. “Oh. Okay.” I hold up my hands. “Then you can—”

      “Nope.”

      “Zeb.” I tip my head with annoyance.

      I swear I see a smirk on his face, but that dark beard hides a lot. Now that we’re in the bright light from the lamp next to the front door, it’s clear he’s a lot older than I originally thought. Maybe nearing forty? I’ve never thought about dating an older man, but I can’t say that the thought bothers me. Not with how Zeb looks at me like he’d like to throw me over his shoulder and teach me a thing or two.

      I follow him into the house. The décor is—in a word—handsome. Warm browns and golds with a sprinkle of plaid patterns remind me that he’s all man. And I like it. It’s a little gruff, but beautiful.

      “It’s lovely, Zeb.” The cuffs chaff and I adjust the bracelets.

      “Thanks. I enjoy searching antique stores on my days off and finding treasures I can refurbish. That coffee table used to be a dresser, I just cut it off and painted it. I’ll be right back.”

      I run a finger along the edge.

      And he cleans.

      When he returns, he’s in a new uniform and holds out a pair of jogging pants. “For you.”

      

      He walks into the kitchen that’s separated from the room with a half-wall and breakfast bar on the living room side. The four-person table in the dining area has a wide base and dark finish.

      “Um, can I use the bathroom?”

      “First door on the right in the hallway.”

      “Um could you…” I lift my hands.

      “Nope.”

      “Zeb, I won’t run and I’m thankful to be here.”

      “I’m not afraid of you leaving, it’s much scarier out there than in here, and I’m glad you like my house, but…” He steps from the kitchen and leans back against the breakfast bar. “Harley, never, ever do that again.”

      I cross the room, knowing that I’m playing with fire. “I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry. I promise, I’ve never done anything like that.” I move close, but not so we’re touching. “I’m sorry I put your life in danger. Believe me that I never wanted to do that.”

      “I’ve never been more scared,” he says it quietly and his gaze doesn’t meet mine.

      “Zeb, it’s okay to admit your fears to me.”

      “But it’s hard.”

      I reach up and the cuffs clank together as I run a hand down his beard, sparkling with drops of water that haven’t dried yet. “I thought I was going to die and I was going to take you with me. I’m so sorry.”

      Warm arms wrap around me and I lay my head to his chest with my height, almost fitting perfectly between his pecks, listening to his heartbeat. “Maybe I was meant to save you…so you could save me, Harley.”
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        * * *

      

      Zeb

      I’ve never thought I needed saving. In fact, if I needed help, I avoided everything, absolutely everything, to ask for it. And just saying the words to her, this stranger who doesn’t feel at all strange or unfamiliar to me, makes me feel like less of a man.

      “Why don’t you go take a hot shower and get warmed up? And I’ll make us something to eat.” I pat her back, trying not to show my discomfort.

      “Why don’t you take a shower with me?”

      What the fuck can I say to that?

      I unclip the radio from my belt. “Zeb to Mack.”

      “Mack…here.”

      “I’m going to take an hour break. But ring me if you need me.”

      “Rain’s slowing up here. Roger came on duty on Station 4, so he can get any calls for a while. Drove over to Wyatt’s. All good there, but I think he’s going to be coming to see you as soon as he can and there might be some yelling involved.”

      Figured.

      “Thanks, Mack.” I slip the radio onto the counter.

      I look down at Harley. Our differences of height make things challenging, but sometimes I’m up for a challenge. I bend my knees and lift her into the air. Her attached wrists slip over my head and her hands delve into my short hair. I keep it high and tight like it was in the military mostly because my hair is really curly and I look like a fucking poodle if it’s longer than quarter of an inch. But I let my beard grow out because part of me doesn’t give a fuck what people think, and I’ve actually seen grown men still when they see me because the beard adds to the badass look. Again, never pulled my gun. Never probably will. If I can’t talk it out, then I’ll fight it out.

      I wrap her thick legs around my waist. I love how my pants look on her, but shit, I wish I’d left her walking around without any pants. She really didn’t seem to care either way and even imagining her hot, pink pussy up against me is making my cock hard. I take long strides to get to the shower quickly.

      “Zeb?” Her hands cup the back of my head. “Zeb!”

      I stop at the forcefulness of her voice. “What?”

      “I’m a virgin.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Okay, let’s do it!” she says with a giggle.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve heard of people taking big chances after they’ve faced their mortality and lived to tell the story, but I’d figured after four tours in war and conflict I’d faced mine. I was wrong.

      I set her feet to the floor and lift her arms over my head. Pulling the key out of my pocket, I unlock the cuffs and return them onto the clip on my belt.

      I find a towel for her. “Take a shower. I’ll be waiting for you at the table with some dinner.”

      Her wide eyes and open mouth show her shock.

      “You did nothing wrong, Harley.”

      I close the door behind me.

      “I did.”
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      I shiver. Not because I’m cold, but because I’m disappointed and a little baffled. Maybe I pushed him. Sure, I could see that, if he hadn’t been the one to instigate the kiss. Maybe he was doing something against his ethics. Okay, then let’s talk about it. We’re adults. We’re attracted to each other. And now, I feel like I’ve been…abandoned.

      It’s a crevice inside of me. And on top of it, my body is wound up like a yo-yo ready to drop and then return, energy balled up. I turn on the shower. The bathroom is beautiful. Gorgeous brown and gold specked granite covers all the walls except the one with the two sinks, it’s a mirrored wall.

      I strip down. There are some scrapes from the glass, but overall, I’m in better shape than I probably should be. I’ve never hated my body and I’m not going to start now. I’ll assume he meant his words. I stare at my naked body. This is not my fault. And if I just sleep the night in the guest bedroom—I’m assuming there is one—and when the roads clear tomorrow, I’ll get out of here. Away. Far away from him.

      The steam coils through the air, clouding the glass fronted shower doors.

      I step in and lean against the side wall allowing the water to roll down my body. I hoped it would wash away the tension, but nothing is helping. I massage his shampoo into my hair. It smells like him. I wonder if he uses it on his beard too. The thought makes me giggle.

      “I love the sounds you make.”

      I jump at his deep, driving voice. There’s nothing that’s not intense about the man. His gaze. His motions. His voice.

      “I’m sorry, Harley.”

      “Don’t be. Are you okay?” I can’t see him as the suds trail down my face.

      “My life is a little in flux right now.”

      “How’s that?” If he needs the wall of clouded glass between us, I’m fine with that. I just want to hear him and know what’s wrong.

      “When I came back from war, I just wanted to get back to being me. And then I had to get my brother Wyatt back to being him that I never got to fixing me.”

      “I understand that. My sister came out to our family and they turned on her. I’m all she has left.”

      “Damn. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a rough year. I’ve tried to keep it together, but I recently started therapy to handle it.”

      He blows out a long breath. “I don’t know if I can tell someone I don’t know my problems.”

      I start cleaning my body. “I thought the same thing. I’d lived inside my own head for so long that I thought if someone got in there, they’d judge me, and I hate being judged and…yelled at.”

      “I’m sorry for yelling earlier.”

      “You didn’t know and honestly, I deserved it. I never should’ve driven into that water. It was—”

      “You were trying to make sure your sister knows you will always be there for you.”

      “Exactly.”

      The silence is long, and I turn off the water, my long wavy hair snakes over my breasts. It’ll shrink up into tight spirals so much that it’s almost comical. I could tell his hair has some curl, too. Our children could be super cute.

      I reach out and he hands me the extra-large towel. I can imagine that he needs the size to take care of all of him.

      He steps back. “You’re beautiful, sweetheart.”

      “And you’re fucking hot.”

      He chuckles. “Sorry for coming back into the room.”

      I reach up and touch his cheek. “Hey, I invited you in here, I didn’t take the invitation away. I would have locked the door, if I had.”

      “God, I…” He stills and my heart bounces around in my chest. “I think you’re amazing. I’ve got soup ready.”

      I wrap the towel around me. “Can I borrow a sweatshirt?”

      He nods to the floating counter and a selection of t-shirts and a zip up hoodie and pullover sweatshirt, and the pair of jogging pants, plus soft fluffy white socks, before turning and leaving the room.

      And I thought the shower would relax me. Nope. Now I’m humming. Physically humming. My pussy contracts and my clit pulses. I need to get it together before I basically just collapse to the floor in a heap of orgasming woman in front of him.

      I comb out my hair and scrunch out as much of the water as possible. I put some toothpaste on my finger and scrub my teeth, rinsing and looking into the mirror. My pink cheeks don’t hide the fact that I’m turned on and I don’t to. I want him to know.

      When I step out, he’s sitting at the table. The fireplace is roaring, and the table is set with a candle and white napkins. I never thought I would be one to swoon, but my brain says otherwise.

      He pulls out the chair. “I can’t take you on a date, so I brought the date to you.” Grabbing a remote he turns on some music. Michael Bublé croons across the room about falling in love. “This okay?”

      I nod.

      Then I realize that what I thought is intensity wasn’t. It’s…sincerity. Something that my therapist told me that I never truly had in my life.

      I never had someone who said they believed in me. My parents thought raising us was a job—they were our managers and we were their employees. And my job was to take care of the little ones. For eighteen years of my life, I was a babysitter who never got paid. It was an expectation and there was no authentic participation from our parents. They were people in the background of our lives.

      After leaving home for college, which my mother thought was ridiculous, “Find a man, have babies” was her mantra. And I don’t deny that I want those things, but I wanted to know me first. I recieved a degree in elementary education and I worked for an alternative online home-schooling company. I was home schooled, so I knew the ins and outs of how the system worked. I help students to catch up to where they should be, keep up with expectations, and rise up to their potential. And everyone always does. Four years I’d been with the company and now I’m also leading other teachers. It is my dream.

      I swallow thinking of my mother.

      “I made this baked potato soup yesterday. I hope you’re not vegetarian or vegan?”

      “You think I got this ass by eating carrots and celery?”

      His gaze skims me from head down. “I don’t care how you got it. I like it, baby.”

      “Good to know. Bring on the cheese and bacon is what I’m saying.”

      He lifts the lid off the pot and dips a ladle in serving directly into my soup bowl. I sit patiently for him.

      “Please don’t wait for me. Eat.”

      He sets a roll on the round plate above my bowl. “I made these.”

      It’s the shape of a four-leaf clover. I lift it and pull off one of the leaves.

      “Is it my lucky day, Zeb?”

      “Maybe it’s mine, Harley.”

      Conversation is easy. We laugh. We forget that there’s a storm outside. We talk about likes and dislikes. He likes beer. I like wine. He likes spring. I like fall. He likes morning. I’m a night owl. It seems in many ways we’re opposites. But in my mind, I remember that magnets are opposites, too. And that’s what attracts them together.

      He’s hard and I’m soft. He’s tall and I’m short. He’s rough and I’m smooth.

      Every single moment pulls me closer to him, not only physically, but emotionally. I find myself staring at his lips as his tongue swipe a drip of soup off of them, lost in the moment.

      “Sheriff Tucker. Sheriff, please come in.”

      The radio behind us rocks to life. He leans back with his long arm and grabs it. “Go for Zeb Tucker.”

      “Zeb, it’s Mack. Just wanted to report that the two women, Nelly and Rebecca, from campsite one-one-six are here with me in Station 1.”

      I inhale a deep breath and blow it out slowly. “Thank God.”

      “Can you tell them that Harley is with me and she’s safe?”

      There’s a long pause.

      The man comes back with a chuckle. “They asked me if you’re cute? I declined to answer.”

      I lean over and push the button to talk while it’s in Zeb’s hand. “Nells, he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      Whooping and hollers come through the radio. And Zeb throws his head back with a deep laugh.

      “And what do you think about my sister, Sheriff?” my sister asks.

      He stills. “I think…I think that she’s beautiful, sweet, and I’d like to know her better.”

      There’s silence both on the radio and in the room. I slowly lean toward him and he leans toward me. Our lips brush and he smiles.

      I whisper against his mouth, “Can we stop talking and start showing each other how we feel?”

      “Whoa…” Comes through the radio and we both jolt back.

      “Crap.”  He takes his hand off the reply button.

      I pick it up. “Nells, my car’s floating down Gem River. I’ll explain more tomorrow. I’ll meet you at Darla’s Café at noon.”

      “Got it. Have a good night, Harley.”

      He pushes the button. “Mack, I’m signing off for the night. Call Deputy Travers, if you need help, please.”

      “Got it. Have a good night, Zeb.”

      And the radio goes silent.

      “Have enough to eat?” I ask him.

      He stands up. “I need dessert.”

      “Ice cream?”

      “Is that your favorite?’

      “Yeah.”

      “I have that…but…I was thinking I would eat you, Harley.”

      “Okay…now that’s my favorite!” I jump into his arms and he lifts me onto that ledge above his hips. His muscles tense under my thighs.

      Zeb’s mouth presses to mine, soft but reassuring that it’s exactly where he wants to be.

      “Baby, I don’t have a condom.”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      “And I’m clean.”

      “Then mountain man you’re cleared for action.”

      His bedroom is like the living room. Warm reds and grays with hints of gold blanket around me. He tosses me onto the bed and I barely bounce.

      “It’s a firm mattress. I hope you don’t mind?”

      “As long as we’re together, I’m all good.”

      I reach out and unbutton his shirt, one by one, until I can see what’s underneath. “Wow. I had no idea.”

      “Yeah, I keep it all hidden.”

      His chest and arms are a labyrinth of tattoos. Where one ends, the next picks up. His right pec an artistic lion. His left chest decorative swirls that remind me of the water we were trapped in earlier.

      I slide the fabric down his arms, and I gasp at his chest. Firm, broad, narrowing down to his tight waist. “I…I can’t even think when I look at you, Zeb. You’re beautiful.”

      “Baby, I was thinking the same thing about you.” He stands and unbuckles his gun and utility belt, hooking it by the door. And then he drops his pants and my mouth drops with move.

      “Commando?” I shake my head.

      “I figured if it was good enough for you…”

      “Oh, it’s good. It’s all good.” I reach out and grab his cock like it’s a handle to move him toward me. He listens well. I stroke his cock and a long harsh breath exits.

      “Shit. That’s nice. Fuck…” He starts thrusting into my hand. “You first.”

      He kneels quickly and lifts my feet to his shoulders, his tongue pressing to my shaved mound, tickling my sensitive pearl, flicking and pressing. He’s done this before and I’m okay with that. I want his experience. I want to be the last woman who experiences…him.

      I suck in a deep breath as the thought overwhelms me.

      I lay back and let him devour my pussy. His tongue lapping into my body. The delicate untouched tissues pulse. I reach down and grip his head, directing him where I want him. His nose presses to my clit as his tongue delves deep. My thighs tighten around his head and I have to stop myself from squeezing. He returns to my clit and it’s over. Everything I ever imagined it would be is right there, pulsing my core like a sponge being wrung out, only to refill with liquid instantly. The warmth is overwhelming, a burst of energy deep inside of me. I rock my head in the bedding, waiting for the blast to subside, but just rolls on and on.

      Finally, I’m breathing hard and my body feels like it’s floating. He rises and strokes his cock so I can see it.

      “You’re sure, Harley?”

      “Oh, I’m sure. You’re going to be my first…and Zeb, you’re going to be my last.”

      A slow smile covers his face. “I’d love that.”

      “I love you.” I whisper the words and wonder if I actually said them.

      “Baby, I’ll love you for forever and a day.”
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      I’ve never taken someone’s virginity, and since it’s been so long—five, no six—six years since I had sex, I’m expecting this to be a less than stellar performance, but I’ll do whatever I can to make sure she enjoys it. I want her to enjoy everything.

      I lift her legs and seat myself in the V that presents itself. Her pussy is baby pink, flushed a little in the center. That cave so small that I start to imagine how tight she’ll be. Why imagine?

      I position my cock right there, the slick, wetness making me growl. I slide my arms under hers and grasp her head gently. “Baby, if it hurts.”

      “It won’t.”

      “But if it does…you tell me. I want to know. There’s nothing that says we have to do this.”

      She lifts her hips and the head of my cock sheaths in her body.

      “You greedy little minx.”

      “I want you so bad…so…”

      I slowly move my hips forward and her mouth opens in a soft “O” shape. “You still with me?”

      She nods quickly. “God, so big.”

      I try to not think about how hot and slick and tight she is. I can feel her stretching to fit me. I only give her about four inches before I pull out a little and then sink a bit deeper. “When you can’t take anymore, let me know.” I’ve had plenty of women only take about six inches of my almost eight and I remember that every woman is different.

      And this woman is unlike any of them.

      I drive a little deeper, retreat, deeper, retreat, and soon she’s meeting me thrust for thrust.

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      “I’m great, Zeb. This is amazing. I feel like I’m part of you and you’re part of me.”

      “I am, Harley.” I thrust a little faster.

      “Can we…try it another way?”

      I chuckle. I love my adventurous little woodland nymph. Little did I know that title would fit her. I slowly pull out, realizing that I’m energized. I want her to learn what she likes and how she likes it.

      She rises to her knees, her ass in my face.

      “Here we go.” I part her pussy lips with my cock and slowly slide in, until my nuts slap her clit.

      “Oh, fuck, I like that. I like it, a lot.”

      We both start moving and it take a little bit to get into a groove, but when we do she’s moaning and arching her back. She’s a virgin, but I love that she’s uninhibited with me. It’s like she’s letting go of something she’s holding inside and saying here I am, take me. And I am.

      I make love to her like I want our bodies to meld into one. And when her pussy starts to effervesce on my cock, I know we’re doing it right. I slow my thrusting to enjoy the feeling. She bends her chest to the bed, those luscious round globes swinging back and forth. I have one hand on her hip and I give a good squeeze. The other I slip around and slowly brush over her clit.

      “Zeb…” she pants my name. “I’m close. My body…” ‘

      “Just let it happen, my sweet love.”

      And then it does. Her pussy is gripping my cock like a tight, silk glove. She screams out my name and I can’t stop my body from pouring everything I have into hers. I’m lifted into the heavens.

      I’m this angel’s only.

      And she is mine.
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      I stretch in the bed. I’m a morning person and although I have the day off, but I need to make sure that everything is okay. I slowly slip from the bed, grabbing my jogging pants and slipping them on. I lift my sweatshirt off the back of the door, Montana State, my alma mater.

      I lift my phone and there’s a signal. I call the office. “Hey Marcee, how’s it going?”

      “Good. Hey, that car was pulled from the water early this morning by Bill’s Towing. Where should he take it?”

      “Into Helena to the dealership on the north side, please.” I was positive that it was totaled. She’d need to get her insurance company to get there for an estimate and often a dealer would offer a discount for using the insurance check with them.

      I checked in with Mack. Everyone was still sleeping in over his way. There are eight cots and sleeping bags in every ranger station for emergencies like this and three of the four stations were filled.

      I hear the door on the station close. “Hey, Zeb, um, you want me to bring these two to you or to Darla’s?”

      I look to the bedroom door. “We’ll meet you at Darla’s, noon?”

      “Sounds good. Zeb…you okay?”

      Life had changed. I didn’t know how or where we’d go from here, but I knew I wanted to us to see.

      No, I want it all or nothing.

      The first would make me the happiest man and the later a broken one.

      “I’m really good. I’ll see you at noon.”

      “Later.”

      Arms wrap around me from the back and her warm body settles into me.

      “Good morning.” I rumble enjoying her breasts pressing into my back.

      “’Morning. You have coffee, by chance?”

      “It should be brewing.”

      “Thank God. I feel like I ran a marathon yesterday.”

      “Some of that is the accident and some of it is probably…well, not the accident.”

      Her lips press into my back, but she gasps. “Zeb, what’s this?”

      “It’s okay. I promise. I’m okay.”

      “I didn’t know.” She walked around me, and I pull her to my chest.

      “I took shrapnel to my back. I walked away. Some of my friends were not so lucky.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Her hands cup my face and draw me down to her. I kiss away her sadness, but there will always be a little of it inside of me. It is a ghost that lingers.

      Harley parts and I watch her walk away. She’s a goddess in the flesh. Round and plump and every piece full of life. Perfect.

      “Move in with me,” I blurt out.

      She slowly replaces the coffee pot to the machine. “What?”

      “Harley, I don’t want today to be the end. I told you I love you. I can’t take it back. I won’t. I mean it. I love you.” I step into the kitchen. “I heard you. You said it first. You felt something. I know that you did.”

      “It…it was beautiful, Zeb. But…my sister needs me. She’s young and she’s scared.”

      “I think you’re young and scared, too.”

      She doesn’t look up at me. “I’m going to go get dressed. Can I borrow your pants and I’ll bring—”

      “Just keep them.” I walk away and grab my phone. “I’ll be out in my garage for a while. Help yourself to whatever you need.”

      It’s amazing how the weather changes on the mountain. Large ruts where streams of water crossed the property last night create craters in the land, but remarkably most of the ground is okay again. It’s soft, but firm. I unlock and open the door. There’s something to be said for having a place to go where I can be by myself and forget.

      I flip the light on. My babies.

      My truck that I use to go into town and two cars that I’ve personally restored gleam in the light and four others wait for me to have time.

      I have the time. But looking at the four that await the hundreds of hours that it takes to find the perfect piece or mold one from scratch to replace rusted out parts. And engines. And interiors. It’s all restored back to how it originally was, usually with a little something special, I wonder if this is what I’m meant to be doing. Alone. Me and my thoughts. No entanglements. No one to worry about. Just me.

      I lose time working on the ’71 Ford truck my father gave me for Christmas.

      “Wow.” Her voice makes me both happy and sad now and I want to erase the sadness before I turn around. “Did you restore these?”

      “It’s been my hobby for a while, but I had to stop when I joined the military.”

      “I forget how much people sacrifice when they serve the country. That dedication is amazing to me.”

      “I don’t think any one of my soldier brothers and sisters would have it any other way. We don’t sacrifice, we make a choice and we stick by it.”

      She bites her lip and her hand lands on my arm, stopping me. “Zeb, I’m sorry I can’t stay.”

      “Maybe your dedication is to your sister and I can respect that.” Even if it hurts like a son-of-a-bitch.

      “Maybe.” She walks around the ’69 Chevy Nova. “I can imagine taking this one up into the mountains and letting the breeze flow in in the windows.”

      “It’s pretty cool. You’re…” I can’t say it. I can’t invite her back, if she won’t stay. “Your sister and her girlfriend will be at Darla’s café soon. I’ll go shower and we can head out.”

      “Zeb, I wish I could stay,” she calls out.

      “I wish you could, too.”
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      The ride to Darla’s is one of the longest in my life. I want to reach over and hold his hand. I want to act like we’re together, but I feel like we’re already living separate. I never imagined that I’d find love while committing a misdemeanor offense. I feel a little badass, kind of like my mountain man.

      Mine.

      That word has a totally different meaning for me now. I always thought it was about possession, but it’s not. It’s about connection that goes deeper than friendship. It’s about how he can look across the room, the truck cab, or the bathroom and I know that I want to see that look every day of my life. It’s admiration. It’s…

      Mine.

      I stare out the window as the realization that I’ll never be happy without him hits me.

      My sister will have to understand. It’s time for both of us to grow up. I can work from anywhere. I can be there for him. He is my rock, like I have been hers.

      He pulls into the parking lot. “Okay, here you go. It was really nice to meet you, Harley. I…I’m glad that I met you.”

      I turn to him and slip my hand into his as it rests on the console. “Zeb, I’m not ready—”

      “Sheriff Tucker, we’ve got a situation and I think you’re closest to respond quickly.” The radio crackles with a woman’s voice.

      He picks it up with an apologetic glance. “Go for Tucker.”

      “Mrs. Camden is in labor, but the road to their place is washed out. The paramedics need help getting to her. Can you bring the beast?”

      The beast?

      “On my away, Travers.”

      There’s a tapping on the passenger window and Nelly’s there waving wildly. “Hey, I’m Harley’s sister, Sheriff Tucker.”

      He starts the tuck. “Nice to meet you, Nelly.” His lips hit mine. “I’m sorry, I have to go. I’ll never forget last night.”

      I open the truck door, slip out and in seconds he’s gone. The lingering touch of his lips feels like a scar.

      My sister watches with me while Rebecca heads inside to get us a booth at the small eatery.

      “He seemed…busy?” she asks.

      “No, he’s needed.” By a lot of people. I understood his need to be there for others, whether it was his family or the family on the mountain.

      “So, how are we going to get home?”

      “I’ll call Baron and have him come get us.”

      Our oldest brother was like our father. He kept his mouth shut, head down, and didn’t make waves. He wasn’t against Nelly. He just wasn’t for the wrath of our mother.

      I stay planted watching his truck drive off as she walks to the door.

      “Harley?”

      “Yeah, I’m coming.”

      I can’t stand the thought that I’ll never see him again. That he won’t be mine.
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        * * *

      

      Zeb

      The two paramedics jump into the truck and I throw the dual tires into four-wheel drive. We have about a half mile of pure mud to get to the Camden’s cabin. I root my breath deep and forget everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours.

      But I can’t. Every time the back end of the truck shimmies, I remember how Harley would let go of a little high-pitched chirp, but she never seemed like she was scared. I was in control. She trusted me.

      The cabin is in view and I get them as close as I can without causing ruts in the Camden’s yard. Mr. Camden is very proud of that grass that shouldn’t really be growing here, but he makes the Kentucky blue grass from his home state work somehow, some way. It’s the “Where there’s a will, there’s a way” mentality.

      The paramedics jump out and I watch as Mr. Camden walks onto the porch with something in his arms. I follow on the paramedics’ heels. One of them takes the baby from his arms and the other races inside to Mrs. Camden. The baby in his arms is breathing and has a great Apgar score, and before I know what’s happening the baby is being thrust into my arms while they rush inside hearing Mrs. Camden’s wails. I stare at the tiny body. I don’t know what it is—boy or girl, and at the moment, I don’t care. I just care that it’s healthy and Mrs. Camden will deliver the second baby safely, too. She screams out and I can’t say that I’ve ever been as unnerved. And if it’s affecting me, it’s got to be torturing Mr. Camden.

      Mother nature can make miracles happen, but she can also find a way to torture us all.

      The baby opens their eyes and their mouth purses in a tiny “O”, reminding me of last night with Harley. The perfect moment that took my breath away and replaced the oxygen in my blood with her memory. The night would forever float in my head as a perfect one.

      Mr. Camden steps onto the front porch, his eyes damp, reaching out to me. “My wife would like to meet her daughter.”

      “Everything okay in there?”

      “Great. Twenty fingers, twenty toes. One girl, one boy. She’s going to remind him who was born first for the rest of her life.”

      I chuckle. “Probably. She’s amazing.”

      He adjusts the blanket to see her face. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned today is don’t wait. Go into town before the rain starts. Don’t take chances with your happiness. I’ve never been more scared in my life. I can’t thank you enough, Sheriff Tucker. My boy was breech and if the paramedics hadn’t been here, I don’t know what I would’ve done. Seeing a head coming from there is freaky enough, but two feet. I felt like I was seeing the end of my son and wife.”

      “I’m glad it all worked out. Please give Mrs. Camden my best. I’ll just wait out here.”

      “Thanks. And Sheriff Tucker…” he looks back with the door open.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m throwing Tucker in as a name, we’ll see what my wife thinks.”

      The screen door closes, and I walk around the corner on the wrap-around porch. I lean back against the wall.

      And for the first time since the day I took the shrapnel and lost friends who deserved to be here, too, I let the tears fall.

      I lost someone important to me today and all the same feelings flood my system. Harley confiscated a piece of me with her. Her family came first, and I respect that, but I thought maybe we were family. Maybe we could have what the Camden’s have.

      “Zeb?”

      I turn my back to the sound and wipe away the remnants of my pain.

      “You okay?” I finally recognize the voice.

      Spinning back to him, I nod my head. “Mack. Hey. How’s the mountain looking?”

      “Not too bad. That bridge is going to need some work to fix the guardrail, but the engineer’s been out and said it’s still structurally okay, otherwise. Couple of camp sites have some damage from wind, but…” His eyes narrow in and he lifts his ball cap, like he needs a better look. “You sure you’re okay.”

      I blow out a long breath and shake my head. “No, I’m not sure.”

      “Did you stop talking and start acting?” he chuckles through the question, trying to give me shit.

      “And I started loving.”

      Mack stills. “Shit.” He seems uncomfortable, his eyes darting around. “You fell for this woman in a day?”

      “Hey, it’s not impossible and I know what you’re thinking…but it’s crazy. And I’m going to tell you that sometimes crazy feel damn good. It’s what a person needs in their life to feel like they’re living.”

      He steps closer, shoving his hands in his jeans pockets. Saturday’s are casual for his crew. “You don’t have to convince me, Zeb. And I don’t think you have to convince yourself. But you do have to make a choice. You gonna let her slip through your fingers or are you gonna fight?”

      “But she has responsibilities in Helena and I’m not leaving my mountain.”

      “Maybe it’s not about leaving, it’s about… loving.”

      “Wow, you sound fucking cheesy.”

      We both laugh.

      “You got this?” I ask him.

      “Yeah. Go get her, Zeb.”
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      Baron doesn’t balk at coming to rescue his two sisters and a partner. He knows that the connection of family is important.

      As we pull away from Darla’s I tell myself not to look back. Just to consider what happened a beautiful night and that he’s better off this way. That he didn’t abandon me, he gave me a gift. Having loved and lost isn’t for the faint of heart. And mine feels weak and cracked.

      But I can’t help but glance back at the mountain. In the early afternoon light, it almost glows, clouds higher up creating a halo of perfection almost like it’s an angel.

      And then I see a truck barreling toward us, lights blaring and siren on.

      The Beast.

      Baron pulls off into a road and the truck tucks in behind us. “What the…? Did I do something wrong?”

      Nelly looks back over her shoulder from the place in the front seat. “No, our sister did something very right.”

      Zeb’s face breaks into a smile and I know that I’ve been saved, again.

      “Nells, I have to—”

      “Go, sis. I’ll be fine.”

      Rebecca grabs her shoulder. “We’ll be fine.”

      And I have to have faith that they will. She’s young, but she’s not dumb. Hell, she stood up to our mother, a woman who scares grown me. She’s strong. And she’s taught me a lesson. Be yourself. Be strong. And be ready for love.

      I open the door and meet him in between the vehicles.

      “Hi.” I say staring into his eyes.

      “Hey. So, I was thinking…”

      “Yes! Yes, to whatever you’re thinking.”

      He cracks into a big smile. “Good to hear. So what date should we set?”

      My face drops. “What?”

      “Well, I was going to say that I was thinking that we should get married.”

      “Oh, well…” I reach up and touch his face. “Maybe a second date to plan the big date?”

      “I love you, Harley.”

      “I love you, Zeb.”

      His mouth claims mine and there’s nothing more to be said.

      I’ve rescued him, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Zeb

      The wreath of tiny pink roses and little white flowers in her curly blonde hair makes her look like a woodland nymph. My little nymph.

      I rock in my dress shoes. I’ve never been known for wearing a tuxedo, but I have to admit the way she looked like she wanted to grab my hand and drag me out back and have her way with me, I might just have to invest in one very soon.

      The crowd of almost a hundred, including Mack and his new woman, my brother and his pregnant wife, my trail-guide buddy Flint Durham and his fiancée, Harley’s sister and two of her brothers—who read me the riot act on how to treat their sister, but then it was them who got a talking to about how to treat family from me—and almost every other family from Diamond Ridge Mountain sit in white chairs in campsite number two-ten. The sun sets behind us as we recite love-perfected vows to each other on the perfect seventy-degree day in July.

      Boone clears his throat. “By the power invested in me by those internet fellas who think they know what love really is…I pronounce you husband and wife. Zeb, you may now cuff, I mean kiss, your bride.”

      She rises to the toes of her heels preparing for the kiss that will seal the deal.

      I pull out the cuffs and hold them up, slapping one on her and one on me. I whisper into her ear. “You’ve arrested my heart, Harley. I plead guilty to loving you.”

      She laughs. “Officer, it’s only a misdemeanor, but I’m willing to get you off—I mean—let you off with only a slap on the ass.”

      “Yours or mine?”

      “Both.”

      And with that, I kiss our love into legal perpetuity.

      Being rescued takes many forms but being loved is the best one.

      
        
        ~THE END~
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